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M E M O R A N D U M 
 

 TO: Common Council 
 FROM: Mayor Nelson 
 DATE: January 29,2023 
 RE: Veto of Spirit Lake Resolution 
              
 
After much careful consideration, I am exercising the authority of my office under 2.04(9)(e) and vetoing the 
Council’s approval of Resolution 2023-010 from their January 24 meeting, which authorized the development 
agreement between the City, Spirit Lake LLC, and Pewit’s Landing LLC.  This is not something I do lightly, 
and it is not my intent to antagonize the Council or City staff.  However, for the reasons I outline below, I feel 
that it is a mistake to invest in development projects west of Highway 12 at this time. 
 

 I believe the site is inappropriate for residential development.  It is essentially an island, isolated from 
any other residential parts of the city by four lanes of freeway and block after block of highway-
oriented businesses.  It is neither safe nor convenient to access by foot or bicycle.  I question whether 
the people living in the proposed apartments will truly feel like part of our community.  With respect 
to multi-family developments, our Comprehensive Plan advises (p. 143): 

 
Disperse such developments in smaller projects throughout the City, rather than larger projects in 
isolated areas. 

 
 I am also wary of the limited access to the site.  Even with a starting point of only 264 apartments, 

that is a lot of people with only one means of access and egress, especially if there were an accident 
or natural disaster.  Distribution trucks and other retail/commercial traffic will add more vehicles.  We 
have no guarantee that the property to the west will develop and offer an alternate route.  We already 
have a bad access situation at Black Hawk Manor, and I don’t think it is wise to create a second one. 
 

 One of the characteristics of Baraboo that residents and visitors appreciate is close proximity of the 
rural landscape.  Though man-made, Highway 12 forms a distinct border between urban and rural.  
Preserving the rural character and viewscapes west of the highway enhances the allure of our 
community and provides a valuable balance to the commercial corridors on the east side of the 
highway.  I believe that crossing that border with urban development will lead to a steady sprawl of 
construction to the west, eroding the natural beauty of our area and jeopardizing amenities such as 
Pewits Nest itself.  When asked What makes Baraboo special? as part of the Resilient Baraboo report 
in 2022, “Natural Resources” dominated the 500 responses  (page 24).  I think we need to make sure 
we are protecting those qualities that residents value. 
 

 We should also consider that our existing Comprehensive Plan, adopted in 2005, identifies the area 
west of the “proposed bypass” (the current Hwy 12 did not exist at the time) as one of three “Urban 
Reserve Areas” which should be reserved for development beyond the Plan’s 20-year planning 
horizon.  The Plan acknowledges, however, that changing conditions may accelerate the development 
of these areas.  Should that occur, the Plan specifies (p.88):  



 

 

 
It is the direction of this Plan that a separate, detailed planning process be followed that employs 
meaningful public participation that identifies opportunities and constraints, and articulates a 
vision for each area. . . . Ultimately, the detailed neighborhood plan should be adopted and 
integrated into this Comprehensive Plan as an amendment by the procedure outlined in Chapter 
Ten: Implementation. 
 

For a project of this scale, that will have a significant impact on both the City and the Town, we have 
not followed the guidelines of the Comprehensive Plan.  I also do not feel that we have fulfilled our 
responsibility to our residents by facilitating any public discussion, especially when expenditures of 
public funds are involved.  One of the desired outcomes listed in our new Strategic Plan (p. 12) is: 
 

Communications about City decisions reach a broad cross-section of Baraboo residents and 
elected officials don’t hear “we haven’t heard about this!” 

 
At the very least, this veto will give any interested parties a chance to express their opinion to the 
Council at our next meeting.  It may turn out that no one cares to comment, but I think good 
governance requires us to at least give the public that opportunity. 

 
Let me also add that I have no complaints about the financial terms of this agreement.  As usual, staff have 
done an excellent job at protecting the City’s fiscal interests, and I compliment them and do appreciate the 
time and hard work they have put into the proposal. 
 
Finally, I’d like to address whispers I’ve heard that The Mayor is against all development.  I think a review of 
the evidence will show that is not true.  I have supported the Baraboo Bluffs Condominium project, the Lake 
Street townhouses, the expansion of the Spruce Haven subdivision, and the additional duplexes and multi-
family plans for the area south of Pierce Park.  The Greenfield Estates and Rapid River apartments were 
underway before my term started, and I have done nothing to impede those projects.  I trust that the Sauey 
brothers are sincere in their desire to add more affordable single-family housing to the area, and I look 
forward to what they come up with. 
 
But I also believe that managed and thoughtful growth is important, and that not all projects deserve to be 
embraced.  I did object to the City’s initial partners on the second riverside project; since they have left the 
scene, I have been in favor of the apartments between Walnut and Vine.  Like many other residents, I’m not 
necessarily adverse to redevelopment on the McGann’s block, but I do have concerns about the scale and 
style.  And I still have questions about the methodology and conclusions of the 2022 Housing Study, and 
whether those numbers should be used to justify every project presented to the City. 
 
It really comes down to a gut feeling that the Spirit Lake development is the wrong step for the City to take at 
this time.  As Mayor, I need to do what I think is right, even if it puts me in an uncomfortable position of 
disagreement with the Council.  I would never ask any of you to vote against your conscience, and I hope you 
understand that I am likewise simply trying to act according to mine. 
 
We are all committed to doing our best for the City.  Sometimes we disagree on what that looks like or the 
best route to get there, but I believe that we can disagree without being disagreeable and arrive at a viable path 
forward. 
 
This item will be placed on the agenda for our February 14 meeting, where Council will have the opportunity 
to override my veto with a two-thirds vote.  Should the vote fall against me, I will accept that with grace and 
without recrimination. 
 
Thank you for your consideration, and for your continued service to the City. 


